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Bias in the Referral of.Children to Special Services.

J

The, field of special education has'reaeived enormous impttusr

in recdnt years from the paseage of federal legislation,
. /

increases in specialized educational services in the schools. The
V

purpose ofthe present study was.to investigate whether minority

students are ferred for such services mare frequently than others,

and to determi whether teachers from various ethnic backgrounds

differ in the frequency with which they initiate *such referrals, ,

Finally, the iht,raction between ,ethrlic background of stud4-tS

referred and feachersmakinTthe referrals was also examined.

There is evidence to suggest that children from minority socio-
,

economic backgrounds are referred fqr special educational services

, , A

' More frequently than are other' students. Tucker(1980) studied a urge

racially representative sample Of 50 schools .(involving over 46,000

- stude the Southwestern United States for an eLght year period
/

dulling which .special education progliams'were developed in theseoe

districts. Tucker's-data suggest that there is a larger propoxtion of

black; in -learning' disabled classes ttia# cilmparable'groups, leading to

an increasingly'djsproportilaI4 number of blacks in special eplucation.

r
classes in general.

A
. P 0

Lietz and Gregory (1978) investigated the incidence and type oflsoffice
o ,

. . .

referrals to a muitio,disciNinary team. Signfficintly more black 1

children were. referred to the office than were white children, but no

_a
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differences between races were found for 'special education referrals.'

It was reasoned that office referrals reflectedithe.teacher's judgement

that disciplinary-action was required, whereas referrali to the multi-

disciplinary team implied speci41 education placement. These two fjeld,
"IP

studies, then, suggest thatcninority chi ldrap were.referred more

fryquently for specialized services.

katuszek and Oakland (1979) investigated recommenCiations 'for special

services made by 76 teachers and 53-psychologists using ictitiou case
A

histories of 106 children. Demographic, behavioral, and individual dif7

ftrence information was used to generate these hialtores. Each of their

subjects as'asked to read ten or eleven case studies and make recom-

mendmtions regarding appropriate placement for the individUal described

in the case history. Matuszek and Oakland found thaXth teadherS'and
rz. . .

school piychologists did not consider racial-ethnic characteristics es

important as other factors when making'/ recommendations for placement in

spec al classes or to 's pecial schools. Giesbrecht and Routh' (1979) found
26

evidence of bias in the. opposite direction,' that i$, eleMentary school

teachers expected more favorable edutatIonil progress and less need for

special help for black t.ildren and for thpse children of less educated .

parentsthat for white children, o\thilaren of well. edutated parents.

. .The studies reporting evidence of bias were based on'attUal refeiral
r

information while the investigation reporting no. evidence of. bias used

specially prepared case history Material. it woOd.appear that the type
. .

of dontrolS required to investigate the problem of a disproportionate

Incidence of referral to specialize educational services for minprity,

. school children arediffioulyto set up-in the. day to day fife o 'ttie

.- 2 r
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classroom. When actual referral records are utilized there are in-

superable prOblems of imposing'appropriate controls. For example, it

is impossible to select youngs.ters frOm different socio-economic and
, .

.ethnic backgrounds whose behaviors are,equally at variance w4th accepted

1110',
school stanOrds and whd are equally well known to teachers. The careful

,

controls to be obtained by systematically varying'an artificial case

history, therefore, suggest that such a strategy may well be the optima

one for investigating this prOblk em.

Previous studies of bias in referrals to special services employing

speCially.pepared case histories did not find evidence for bias dgainst

minority youngsters. In order'to follow...up the apparent discrepancy be-
/

tweengthese findings and those utilizing actual. referral information it

A

was'decided to'investigate a number of related questions:.1) To clailfY
-o

previous findings, will youngsters from minority beckgrounds'bereferred

for specialized services more frequently than ofler students? 2) Will
ti

there be diferencei in. the instance of referral to specialized services

attributable to the teacher's ethnic background? and 3) Will there be

any interaction between the student's and teacher's ethnic background?

Previous studies had not investigated the effect of teacher ethnic back-.

ground systematically, and no investigation has studied the interaction
r4F

between teacher and student ethnic backgrounds.

Method

A case history was prepared in such a manner that the youngster's

ethNiC background could be easily varied. The history was then administered

to teachers of different ethnic background who were asked whether the young-

stet- should be refeAred'to specialized,educational ser ces.
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Procedure

ti

A case history of a 16 year old male youn6sler in the 10th grade

was.prepared.
2

He was described as..performing about-a year below gradi4

level while in elementary schools, and as having difficulty following

directions, spelling words and performing mathematical caldulations

l
in 10th grade, lit addition, he was reported to -be verbally 'and physically

'1
Abusive.

s'

The, same case.historywas presented to all teachers, and altered

in only one respect: 0 the first line the youngster'S ethnic background
. .

was described as either being: blatk, Hisp.anid, white or no ethnic identi- .

fication was supplied. At the end of the vignette, respondents were 'asked

'.3,variety of questions regarding appropriate treatment for the youngster.

t

Among these were the following questions, which were1combined to forp the

j1 dependent variable of.this investigation: "The student is best I.Ight

in a regular classroom." ,Aftother question askede.:11 wou.ld refer the

student for special" educti nal services. Both questions were answered

on a four point Likert Scale ranging from "completely disagree to "completely

agree." In'addition, teachers responding to the vignette were asked to

supp/Iy.7a variety of identifying biographical data, ipcluding their own
.

,ethnic background.

ab

. .
----

...

.. --"The.four versions of the vi-gnette were randomly administered to all

. , /
teachers. That is, any teacher hadlan equal chance of receivilhg the same,

...me-

vignette in each.of the'fotir versions.'

Subjects %
. ,

, v
A total of 199 teachers resporided anonymously to the questions

. .
, ,

based on 411e case hist r ; 81' of these teachers were black, 31 Hispanic,
IV. f ' t.

1., e

and 87 white. The teachers were recruited from graduate
%
education classes,

and'fromofacuitymeetin2gi In a tari.ety'o4 schools.

er .

(
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Results and Discussion

41-

The dependent variable haea range of 2.-8 points, and scores were

transformed so that the high scores indicated that respondent; felt the

yOking,ster should be referred for specialized services, and low scores

meant that he should be maintained in a regular classroom.

insert Table about here

r Table +1 shows the means,' standard deviations, and numbertfcases
,

categorized by ethrL background of teacher-and student ethnic identi-

fication.,he:data were then submitted to ad3 (teacheris race = black

Hispanic, whltp)_X 4 (student's.background = black, Hispanic, white, and

no ethnic background) analysis of variance. That analysis indicated

thit there're no, differences on the dependent.yariable aMong the.
/ ... 4

various student identifications. (F = 1.17). There were significant,

differences among the three ethnic grbups or teachers with respect to the

dependent variable (F = 10.11;-df = 2, 187; 11<.01). The data 1n Table 1

show that teachers of Hispanic background had higher preferende for
.

maintaining the student in the:classroom while white teachers tended to
o

recommend special education. The Scheffg procedure indicated that scores

w
of white teachers were significantly different from those of the blaok

and Hispanic teachers (R<.05).

i --
The interaction between'student identificitiop and teacher ethnic.

background was also significant (F = 3.42; df = 6, 187; 2.C.01k., Comparisons

computed on the data in Table 1 indicate that regapdless of their own

.

ethnicity teethe s tended to refer students from ethnic backgroundt other
\,.

. -

t
.

. .

than their own more equently for specialized educational services than

-5 -.
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they referred the Ybu4ster if he was identified as belonging to their

own,ethnicgroup. Black teaipers, for example, were less likely to

refer the youth for specialized services whet he was identified as

being black than when he was described as being white or Hispanic

(F=8.20; df=1, 77; 11..01). Similar tendencies were shown; by tests,

forKispanic teachers (F=5.72; df. 1,27; 114:05) and for white teachers

(F=532; df=1, 83; 21.409).

The results of this study aresimilar to those of Matussezek and

Oakland (1979) and those of GiesbreciTi".and Routh (1979) in finding no

evidence of bias in the referral of youngsters to, special educational

. services simply along ethnOt lines. On the other hand, data reported

froM-field bated investigation, (Tucker, 1980; Lietz& Gregory, 1978)

reported that minority youngsters are actually referred more frequently

for such services than studpnts from majority ethnibackgrpunds.

_Previous results may be less contradictory than would first appear.

Cbildren from minority ethni6 backgrouhds 'may,f as a result 9f poverty and/or

values prevalent in their ethnicsgroupoexperience greater difficulties in

schools. oriented to middle class values than do majority youngsters. Further-

more, teachers may be unfamiliar with the values of the minority group, and

'hence regard behavior which is quite'appropriate within the minority culture-

as being in"Propriate in the: middle class culture of schools. Thus,
* '

for both of these reasons, minority youngsters may be referred more frequently

' for specialized servjces since their tehavior is 4t variance with school,
,

411 .'"

standards, though there is no specific bias against their particylar ethnic -

s.... 4

grqup by the referring teachers. Th results of this investigation, and

-6-
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their consistency with other-experimental studies, compared to thein-.

consistency of field based investigations sup ) rt such an interpretation.
/.

The findings of this study do not confirm suppositions that teachers

will, in general, refer more minority youngsters for,Oecillized educational.
/ .

services than comparable youngsters beldnging to majority.-ethnic iroups.

Instead this study reveals a more subtle phenomenon.. Tl'ere'appears

to be a strong tendency among teachers to be pc)SitivelyZbiased when they'

evaluate the behavioral problems of youngsters belonging to the teacher's

own group. The bey described to the case history in this study tended

to be referred for special services more(frequently when he wasid,ntified

as''belonging to an ethnic group diiferemt from that of the responding

. teacher.

The reasons for the presit findings are difficult to interpret.

One possibil interrAtation of the resulls is that teachers tend

to be biased in favor of the ethnic group tcl, which_they belong,, compared

to other, groups. On the Other hand, teachers may be mdre aware of the

mores and acceptable behavior of their own ethnic gro)a and, hence, judge

it as being less -Serious tan that of groups with which they are not so

familiar. It remains for fur \er research to clarify the difference between

thesetprpposed explanations."

The conditions of this investigation impose, some caution on the

generalizations to be made from this study. --There were relatively few

(n=31) Uispanic teachers id the present sample, hence care should be taken

in drawing implications from the findings applicable to this group. Further-,

more, all of the subjects were recruited from the New.York City metropolitan

area.' Many' of these teachers were employed in schobls in which the student

population was heavily composedof minorities while the majority of teachers

tended to be white. The judgement of teachers, and their perception of the

9
7



/ relationships among students and between,stbdents and teachers may.have

been affected by, these, to some unknow (degree. /Replication An

areas where there are different studene and teacher ethnic ratios would

be helpful in generaliiing these findings to other areas.
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Alotnotes

I. A report on this research was presented at the annual convention

of the American Educational Research Association, Los Angeles,

April
t1981.

Preparation of this paper was supported by the Institute

for Reseireland DevelcipMent in Occupational Education, Center for

the Advanced Study of Educa'tion, City University of New York.

Requests for reprints should besent to the seraor;authoe at th

Institute, 33 West 42ndaStrvet, New York! NY 10036.

2., The case history'and related materials utilized in this study,
p, -

and complete tables of results have 1)er,deposited with the ERIC
N

docmenta0on system.
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TAKE 1

sees, Means andi'Stapdard
ons for All Groups
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,

' A Teacher ,Identqlcation
,-,c itudent _ , _.'

.

-, Identification' Black Msparpic '. WhiteWhiteI. .
Blick,1-,... N .22 . '3 "19,.

"- , ..., M..
SD

,Hispanic. N

M

SD

. ..
White I 4

M.,.
SD

s

Row

Total

44
3.91

' 1.5
t 5.00

3:00
.4; 5.63

2.2 ,

4:13
2.1-

zb 10 22 52
80 4IS2 6 4'3 0 .0 0. 5.00

1.5 1.2 ' 2.0, 2.0
.

ft

20-* 6 24 50
5.90 5.00' . 4.83 5.28

ge) 43 2.1. '2.0,,1.9?

. 1

Race N 1,9k As .12 '.. 22 53
mc- 4.84-7 4.00 6..23 5.25

SD 2.i 1 It; 1.7 2.0
ve

Cglurrm
Total N

SD

81 31 ,

4.00
'1 9

ft.*

7 199
.667 . 5:08 .

!I . 2.00
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. #

. .

,error
.

187 3.45

.Total ' 1.98 4:02

TABLE 2 . .

Analysis. Of Variahce
.

Sour_

of Depend

df

1

Vai=iabAt

Suare

a7 1.17

,
Student Ethnic ID (S)

. 1 .. .

Teacher Ethnic Statustatus (T) 2 . 111.93' 10.11*
,

S X T 6
.
11.82 3'.42*

*P <.01
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Case 'study /

Directions: Please read the case study.below.' Then answer the

..questions that follow. You May believe that more

information is required but use your best judgment

to rrspond'anyway. Do not write you'r name cr any

identifying marks on these papees.
-no ti

A

Charles E. is a 164 /ear old *White male student enrolled

in a regular tenth grade senivrOhigh school program. He lives in
.-04j -

1
. 119a four room'apartment with his mother and' two older siblings. Hi

I

mother is hdmemgker and his Tather' a cafeteria worker. His schoo

- record through the first six,,gradas shows that at -the end of the
-

sixth grade he wag rddding at the 5.0 level in.reading.skills,

4.7,p reading comprehension. and 4.3 in arithmetic calculations
*

.He readvhesitantly and frequently'uses'context clues to guess
4

words hedoes not know.

He appears to haye a disorder in the area of underst

ing spoken language which interferes with 1Pis ability to li's't

to verbAl directions, spell wards and perform mathematical c

lationer. According to the el entary school anecdotal rero

*Ethilic background was changed also to read Black, Hispanic
No Race indicated

OW/

15-
-1 3-1,

p
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and:
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41.

his behavior was described as erballY and ti5ri'calty abusive bo-w
-,

A o
1

ward other children and teacher . When repr 'We'd. c'or classrodm. ,
l

misbehavior. he frequeritly.yelled,screamed, a cursed at the tea- ''

vr
.,

xhir. In gym he fr*quently, refuse0 to share equipment with the
.. ,

_.,--
'wBrother children. On occaslon he oul hrow chairs' and other things

f . .. e ..--

...-

at teaphers and others. He was repo d.to work well when he first
,

.

came to school in the morriitng and.immediately.after lunch. In his

records there are indicatioqs of Sitort periods of time when he is

engaged in quiet Activities

ti

"'"

4

4

16

1

2
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Que,stionaire

Directions

You have jusli- read' the case study of a tenth grade child. Please
,

respond to every question,below. At:hough you may believe that

there is not 4nough, informatiOn provided, Make a guess anyway.

Mark -your answer'direTry on the skeet provided, -Circle the

appropriate answer on therating sheet providird belo4 each item.

4
A

1

Completely Geperally
Diftgree Di

3 4

G nerally . Completely
gree ' Agree

r.
1. This student's overall intellectual abilityis,probably in the

1.

A) ow-elver B) tamer C') br. avers D) superior E) don't
Oriange .range , range . range know

2. This student is best taught in a regular classroliim_,

1 2 3 4

Completely Generally Generally Completely '
Dftagree 'Disagree Agree . Agree

3. This student is'exPeriencing normal developmental problems.

1 2 3 4

Completely Generally Generally Completely
Disagree i Disagree Agr,ee Agree

__

4.-A-regular classroom teapcher can help this student withoqt refer-

ral to a specialist.

_1 '2 3 4

Completely Generally Generally Completely
Disagree Disagree Agree Agree
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5. This student's behavior is a result of a Year i gedisasbility..

1

Completely
Disagree

6. I would refer

..., ..

2 3 f 4 ,.A,,

Generally Gemer'ally Completely
Disagree Agree Wokx:ee

this student 'for Special Educk atiofi,seTvic'es.

.

1 -, 2 0 ' I. .:'4 ,

Completely Generally Generally Completely
Disagree 'Disagreed Agree Agree

7. This studentsevereiy disturbed.

1

Completely
Disagree

. 2

Generally
Disagree

i
3 1,4

Generally Completely
Agree Agree

411
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